Helping patients with alcohol problems – a guide for primary care staff. by Anderson, Rolande et al.
Quality in Practice Committee
Helping Patients with 
Alcohol Problems – 
A Guide for Primary 
Care Staff
AUTHOR: 
Mr Rolande Anderson 2007, Update 2009
UPDATE 2014: 
Dr Joseph Martin, Mr Adrian Aherin, 




Next Review Date:	 2017














































































Published April 2007 / Revised April 2009 / Updated 2014 © ICGP
Introduction 1
Why screen for alcohol problems? 1
What is an alcohol problem?  2
How can I help patients to find their risk category? 4
Decisions to be made prior to screening for alcohol problems  5
Screening – The Double AA Approach  6
Step One  Ask 6
Step Two  Assess 6
Step Three  Assist 6
Step Four  Arrange 8
Appendices
1. Full AUDIT questionnaire and scoring system 9
2. AUDIT ‘C’ and CAGE questionnaires and scoring systems 11
3. Brief intervention including motivational interviewing  13
4. Withdrawal advice  14
5. Biological markers and medications for alcohol dependence  16
6. Clinical Presentations  18
7. Patient Information Sheets (1) and (2) 19
8. Further information  21




QUALITY	IN	PRACTICE	COMMITTEE	–	Helping Patients with Alcohol Problems – A Guide for Primary Care Staff	
QUALITY	IN	PRACTICE	COMMITTEE	–	Helping Patients with Alcohol Problems – A Guide for Primary Care Staff	 |		1





























If you are not already doing so, you are encouraged to incorporate alcohol 
screening and intervention into your practice. You are in a prime position to make 
a difference11 (Grade D).
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Irish Guidelines for Low risk Drinking14 
HEALTH SERVICE EXECUTIVE (2009) A STANDARD DRINK IN IRELAND: 
WHAT STRENGTH?
STD DRINK PER WEEK GRAMS OF PURE ALCOHOL
Men 17 168
Women 11 112
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ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION AND THE RISK OF PHYSICAL HARM








[Developed for ICGP Project by Anderson, R., based on chart used in ‘Medical Students Handbook – Alcohol 
and Health’ by Morgan, M. and Ritson, B. London: Medical Council on Alcohol (2003) and based on figures 
from Steering Group Report on National Substance Misuse Strategy 2012 Dept of Health Dublin]
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Decisions to be made prior to screening for alcohol problems
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Screening – the Double AA Approach* (Grade D)
[*Anderson, R. developed this specific concept for Irish College of General Practitioners Project: “Helping 
Patients with Alcohol Problems” (2000 – 2007), based on other brief interventions]











Criteria for Alcohol Dependence Syndrome –ICD 1018 (Grade B)
• evidence of tolerance
• physiological withdrawal state when alcohol is reduced or ceased 
• persisting with alcohol use despite clear evidence of harmful 
consequence 
• preoccupation with alcohol use
• impaired capacity to control drinking behaviour 
• a strong desire or compulsion to use alcohol
Return to drinking after a period of abstinence is often associated with rapid reappearance 
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The specific health advantages from stopping and/or cutting down should be 
carefully discussed and explained. 
Offer	one	of	the	patient	information	sheets	(see	Appendix	7).
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Appendix 1: Full AUDIT questionnaire and scoring system













6. How often during the last year have you 
needed a first drink in the morning to 







2. How may drinks containing alcohol do 







7. How often during the last year have you 
















8. How often during the last year have 
you been unable to remember what 







4. How often during the last year have you 
found that you were not able to stop 






9. Have you or someone else been injured 
as a result of your drinking?
(0)	 No
(2)	 Yes,	but	not	in	the	last	year
(4)	 Yes,	during	the	last	year	 	 ❏
5. How often during the last year have you 
failed to do what was normally expected 






10. Has a relative or friend or a doctor or 
another health worker been concerned 




(4)	 Yes,	during	the	last	year	 	 ❏
Scores in brackets on the left hand side, put in box on right and add up      TOTAL	 ❏
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Appendix 2: 
AUDIT ‘C’ and CAGE questionnaire and scoring system
AUDIT ‘C’ Questionnaire6, 16





(4)	 	4	or	more	times	a	week	 	 ❏
2. How may drinks containing alcohol do you have on a typical day 





(4)	 	10	or	more	 	 ❏





(4)	 	Daily	or	almost	daily	 	 ❏
Scores	in	brackets	on	the	left	hand	side,	put	in	box	on	right	and	add	up
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Appendix 3: 
Brief Intervention including motivational interviewing









Establishing a goal		 	To	change	drinking	behaviour
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Medications for alcohol dependence
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Appendix 6: Clinical Presentations 
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A follow-up appointment can be made to help support you with this change.
WOULD YOU LIKE TO CUT DOWN ON YOUR DRINKING?



































A follow-up appointment can be made to help support you with this change.
WOULD YOU LIKE TO STOP DRINKING?
Irish College of General Practitioners (Grade D)
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Decision Balance Sheets20 (Grade D)
Useful	for	assessing	readiness	to	change
How	important	is	it	for	you	to	stop/cut	down	your	drinking?
0	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 8	 9	 10
(SCORE:	_______________)
How	confident	are	you	that	you	can	stop/cut	down	your	drinking?

























AUDIT ‘C’ Questionnaire6, 16
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